I
Part of this article is based on a paper that I delivered at the conference on English and Welsh Diaspora held at the University of Loughborough in April 2011. It was a remarkable occasion that produced a strong sense of community and a variety of creative interchanges. I was interested and stimulated, sometimes surprised and challenged, and occasionally exasperated. This exasperation says as much about me as it does about the conference. Many delegates spoke eloquently about culture and place, a subject that has become of urgent interest in recent years as environmentalists celebrate the local while advocates of globalisation seek to dispense with it. The conference's emphasis on the power of local attachments seemed to me to be in danger of ignoring the significance of rootlessness, a state that is often presented as a characteristic of modernity, but which should not be confined to any specific period. Was my own experience of disconnection from place and past less meaningful, perhaps even less English, than that of delegates with a close connection to particular places? Was it simply an example of the aspirational self-fashioning of the upwardly mobile 'chattering classes'? I would hope not: delocalisation is a complex process and people from all kinds of background are increasingly likely to experience place as transition rather than location. The weekenders who can have such negative effects on rural communities are only one example of this geographical mobility. There must be ways of resisting what Nick Groom called in his stimulating plenary address the 'Tescoification' of England without being reduced to a nimbyism that wants to hold place in stasis. And, of course, the internal displacements that have always been a part of English culture are now connected to a much larger pattern of global displacements that are changing the cultural and ethnic composition of England. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the conference was its attempt to move beyond both conservative idealisation of the local and a vaguely leftist 3 cosmopolitanism that seems oblivious to the significance of place to identity. This article attempts to build on this work by rethinking the well-worn topic of John Clare's connection to place, and in the process rethinking the concepts of 'local' and 'place' themselves.
In order to do this, it may help to locate myself as its author. My engagement with Clare, and my experience of the conference, reflects personal anxieties about identity and place. Does it betray some sort of psychic hollowness, or even moral failure, not to care much Morton in an important recent book. Its arguments are too complex to summarise here: it offers a critique of the role of nature and place in ecological writing, not only examining how they operate as rhetorical constructs, but also arguing that they impede ecological thought.
Morton focuses especially on the limitations of ecomimesis: writing that claims directly to place the self in the natural world but which is inevitably troubled by the deferral of meaning characteristic of all texts. To the extent that Sartrean existentialism makes a virtue of displacement and contingency, it may have quite a lot to offer contemporary ecocriticism. 1 The significance of 'local attachments' has been seen as crucial to the development of Romantic poetics, and as a salutary reminder of the dangers of sacrificing a sense of place in the pursuit of modernisation.
2 But the dangers of unreflective localism are nowhere more apparent than in critical work on John Clare. It is temptingly easy to construct a narrative of his life and writing that moves straightforwardly from home to homelessness, from a strong sense of self to a disintegration of identity. The importance of place in his work is not in doubt -his capacity to find meaning in the smallest details of his environment -nor should the deracination of rural communities by enclosure be downplayed. 3 But when Clare writes about his experiences of childhood and youth in pre-enclosure Helpston, he often writes about alienation. To be a labouring-class poet in rural Northamptonshire, to read and write and to wander the fields without any apparent purpose or errand, was to be marked out as different; it was, in fact, to be out of place. 4 This is one reason for my own interest in Clare. If reading and writing can transport us, however partially, to somewhere else, then for some adolescents it allows a temporary escape from a community (the family, the school, the village, the suburb) that may seem stifling or conformist. 5 Literature did this for me and I think that it did it for Clare too: reading and writing as displacement. And perhaps writing that seems the most palpably locatable is in fact the most potentially dislocated: after all, to write about a place is to separate it from the self by turning it into an object. As Richard
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Cronin remarks, 'it is the object both familiar and strange that most excites [Clare]' (140).
His localism was always troubled, always displaced, always on the verge of vanishing. In
Clare's work, the local, like the figure of joy in Keats's 'Ode on Melancholy', is always just about to leave the party.
Like all forms of cultural analysis, ecocriticism, despite the efforts of some recent practitioners, is in danger of being mired in unhelpful dichotomies: the rural versus the urban; the local versus the global (or national); the human versus the natural; and so on (see Morton and Nichols) . This article doesn't claim to be able to escape from these, but it does at least attempt to problematise them. It stems from a larger project on the relationship between Romantic-period autobiography and national identity in which I argue that the 'Englishness'
of the countryside, rather than being dependent on a simple process of othering, was produced through a complex intersection of different geographical associations. Clearly, as The boundaries of here are always fluid and provisional, and dependent on a sense of there.
Morton sees the local, like the decentred self, as 'constantly dissolving and disappearing' (175). One does not have to buy into his brand of deconstructive criticism to take the point that, when the local is invoked, it always opens up the possibility of other places -perhaps even an endless metonymic chain of them -rather than closing them off. Representations of specific rural places are therefore also, potentially, representations of the city, of the nation, and of the rest of the world. This is apparent in Clare's work.
II
My argument about Clare and dislocation can be clarified by examining an important autobiographical fragment that he composed in the early 1820s. Although it is well known to I loved this solitary disposition from a boy and felt a curosity to wander about the spots were I had never been before I remember one incident of this feeling when I was very young it cost my parents some anxiety it was in summer and I started off in the morning to get rotten sticks from the woods but I had a feeling to wander about in the woods and I indulgd it I had often seen the large heath called Emmonsales stretching its yellow furze from my eye into unknown solitudes when I went with the mere openers and my curosity urged me to steal an oppertunity to explore it that morning I had imagined that the worlds end was at the edge of the orison and that a days journey was able to find it so I went on with my heart full of hopes pleasures and discoverys expecting when I got to the brink of the world that I coud look down like looking into a large pit and see into its secrets the same as I believd I coud see heaven by looking into the water so I eagerly wanderd on and rambled among the what happens in this passage is that, when experienced directly rather than viewed from the village itself, the openness of the land surrounding pre-enclosure Helpston can itself also be delocalising, for it provides the self with no stable foundation, no clear connection to its point of origin.
A sense of excitement at the possibility of discovering 'the worlds end' is conveyed by the lack of punctuation, the anaphora ('I had often seen […] I had imagined […] so I went on […] so I eagerly wanderd on'), the piling up of abstract nouns ('hopes pleasures and discoveries'), and the repetition of key words like 'wonder' and 'new'. There is a powerful pun at the heart of the passage: to wander is also to wonder. When Clare does this, it is not, Barrell argues, simply to describe a place but rather 'to suggest what it is like to be in each place ' (166) . The twist in this example is that the 'manifold' suggests that the experience of wandering on Emmonsales heath is an experience of being out of place. The self becomes alien and ghostly, and it is appropriate that it is the fear of encountering similarly restless 'waking spirits' that causes him to seek to return home.
The child's encounter with 'a new world' has profoundly changed his identity, leading to an epistemological crisis. He does not 'know' his own locality, for 'every thing seemd so different'. The connection between person and origin has been cut, or at least severely weakened. Furthermore, the lack of an object for 'reconcile me ' (with what?) suggests that this estrangement is not only to do with the self's relationship to the world, but also reflects an internal schism. This is not caused by a strange experience per se, but by having an experience that reveals the strangeness already implicit in the familiar. The distinction between the originary place of Helpston and the seemingly endless open space leading to the edge of the orison becomes difficult to maintain. Place is hollowed out. 8 It is significant that the 'anxiety' that Clare imputes to his parents at the beginning of the passage has by the end turned into 'the greatest distress … [and] terrors'. The fear that the child might have been expected to have experienced, but which is earlier only implied, seems to have been projected on to his father and mother. In a similar move, his hunt for the edge of These lines recogise that wood gathering was always an 'intrusion', but one that was tolerated in a fairer, pre-enclosure community. Now landowners have become despotic 'turks imperial', severely curtailing the poor's access to the land, and wood gathering has been criminalised. Clare may here be thinking particularly of Helpston after its enclosure in 1809, but it is also quite possible that he is referring to the longer-standing attempts to curb wood gathering identified by Bushaway. The sight of the shepherd's purse links him to the past, but this is more than simple nostalgia.
Something new and strange happens to the self, as is emphasised by the caesura in the middle of the stanza. There's an embryonic sense of interconnectedness that goes beyond the local to include 'every weed & every thing'. What we have in this poem, then, is a recognition that the self-pitying regret of the early stages of the poem is insufficient and childish; a feeling that 'ill becomes a man (l. 58). There is an acceptance that 'times will change and friends must part ' (l. 205) . Furthermore, however inchoately, it presents the possibility of a wider community based, at least partly, on a love of the natural world.
The final stanza describes the triumph of nature over man-made objects and, by implication, the superiority of 'native poesy' over sublime verse:
So where old marble citys stood
Poor persecuted weeds remain
And still the grass eternal springs
Where castles stood and grandeur died (ll. 211-12, 215-16) John Lucas reads 'The Flitting' as a political poem, rather than 'a stoical exercise about coming to terms with the poetry of nature', suggesting that its final lines refer to 'the idea that to the owners of England its people are weeds or grass'; therefore the poems concludes with 'an act of reclamation that is radical. [...] . This is an invading army' . This reading is plausible, but it works against arguments he has made elsewhere about Clare's lack of a sense of Englishness. He interprets the taming of Clare's regionalism by publishers and patrons as symptomatic of the way in which, as an 'outlaw' dialect poet, his voice was not considered properly 'English'; therefore, although Clare's alienation is 'deeply representative of English experience', he is unable to construct the 'totalising myths' about England that we might find in Wordsworth and Shelley (England 160).
Clare's localism seems at times to have entirely trumped any sense of Englishness, but this does not always apply: if Lucas is right about 'The Flitting', then Clare is referring at the end to a national community of oppressed plebieans. After all, it wasn't just Helpston that was affected by enclosure. The triumph of 'persecuted weeds', therefore, is not simply peculiar to Clare's 'native spot': they can be found in Helpston, Northborough, and everywhere else. 'The Flitting' is a poem about loss, but also about escaping from self-pity through identification with a wider community that incorporates the natural world, but also the rural labouring classes (which is not to say that Clare did not feel alienated from this group too). By imagining himself as a 'weed', transplanted from his 'native spot' but still capable of producing 'native poesy', Clare is able to move away from the troubled, solitary self of the early parts of the poem to something like a celebration of national community.
IV
'The Flitting' is a complex, lyrical, and ultimately uplifting poem. Its treatment of national identity is quite different from that to be found in Clare's earlier patriotic verse. These poems are more publically-orientated, using the language of popular songs and broadside ballads as well as, one suspects, newspaper articles that Clare had read. In their tendency to present Britain (rather than England) as a community brought together at times of threat and conflict, they are clearly influenced by the popular unifying rhetoric surrounding the Napoleonic Wars. But Clare is rarely convincing in this mode, perhaps because it entails suppressing the individuality and attention to detail this is so effective in 'The Flitting'. For example, in 'Waterloo' (1820), Clare celebrates 'british courage british breed', and suggests that, at times of national victory, the 'lowliest of the lowly plain' must bid 'adieu to toil / And [his] rural strains awhile' (EP 1. 208-9) . British national identity is more significant than individuality and overwrites class differences: 'Gen'rals Privates all as one / Each at heart a Wellin[g]ton'
(211). This poem provides a gloss on the asylum notebook that Clare kept towards the end of his life, which mainly contained names of various women that he had met, but also shows him identifying with great men like Byron and Wellington. Nelson was a particular favourite:
thus we find the possibly delusional (or simply playful?) sentence 'Lord Nelson (John Clare) on Board the "L'Orient" Flagship receiving the Swords of the Enemy' (quoted in Bate, John
Clare 503). 9 It was reported by a visitor to Clare during the asylum years that he was able to
give convincing accounts of the Battle of the Nile and the death of Nelson at Trafalgar, 'fancying himself one of the sailors who had been in the action' (Mitford i. 195 ). Clare's later identifications are adumbrated by earlier poems that focus on three British admirals: Benbow, Grenville, and Nelson. There is something rather depressing and hopeless about this poem; despite it stridency, it expresses a sense of impotence in the face of the 'evils' besetting England. And is nation here really anything more than a 'name'? There is none of the specificity that we see in much of Clare tries to give this stanza a more optimistic tone; now it is England that does the enthralling, seizing hold of the speaker's heart. Still, the message is hardly straightforwardly triumphalist: better to suffer grim restrictions and imprisonment than to be destroyed! This uncertain tone continues throughout the poem; thus Clare urges that it is better to be 'slaves in a land of your own / Then yield up to traitors to vainess aspiring / & banishd as slaves into deserts unknown' (50). The poem offers the hope of escaping from these two unpalatable alternatives, but it is a slender one. In the penultimate stanza he offers 'warm [...] wishes' that England will be freed, and suggests that 'doubtless heroes be born thee', but the most he can offer in the end is the hope that 'Yet may come the day when thou shalt be free' (50). The auxiliary verbs 'may' suggests the poem's lack of confidence and can be usefully compared to the end of Percy Shelley's 'England in 1819', which concludes that the various national flaws listed 'are graves from which a glorious Phantom may / Burst, to illumine a tempestuous day' (327). Despite their ideological differences, the two poets are faced with a similar problem: how to conceive of political change without violent revolution on the French model. In Clare's poem, the repetition of the first stanza means that it ends with the speaker emphasising his failure to protect the country. Clare wants England to change in some way, but is unable to imagine any form of change that would not be destructive.
11
'England' is not one of Clare's best poems; that he himself was not comfortable with it is apparent from the heavy irony of his comment to Taylor that 'I think I shall stand a chance for the Laureat Vacancy next time it turns out!!!!'. Taylor was surely being diplomatic when he stated that 'I like the Poem on England very well, but not quite so much as some others' (Letters 51). Nonetheless, it is a significant work. It exemplifies Clare's ambivalent politics, which were heightened by his need to stay on good terms with patrons like Radstock, and how they made it difficult for him to conceive, in a positive sense, of England as a political entity. Part of the problem is that Clare generally avoided the simplistic
Francophobia that we find in many writers of the period and which allowed them to imagine
Englishness through a process of Othering. His sense of how the 'rod of restriction' ruled England was too powerful for this. It is therefore quite appropriate and consistent when he 
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If it does not work in political terms, where else does Clare's sense of Englishness lie?
To answer this we need to return to the concept of 'native poesy', a concept which stems from a combination of his rural roots and his engagement with urban literary culture, particularly the circle around the London Magazine. 12 As is apparent from The Shepherd's Calendar (1827) -written on the suggestion of Clare's and the London Magazine's editor, John Taylor -the poet was invested in rural customs which, while they might be peculiar to a particular parish or region, could also be seen as forming part of a national tradition. In the mid-1820s, he projected a collection of 'National and Provincial Melodies Selected from the Singing and Recitations of the Peasantry in and about Helpstone and its neighbourhood'.
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The connection between local, provincial, and national tradition could not be more clearly made. In the poem 'The Songs of Our Land', he emphasises that such traditional melodies played a valuable role in cementing a national tradition of liberty and heroism and protecting the nation from its foes. He claims that these songs are 'like ancient landmarks', a particularly powerful image for Clare, suggesting that they provide individuals with the possibility of navigating national identity, just as a particular tree or pathway would allow him to navigate his own 'self-identity' (Later Poems [1984] ii. 1000).
These interests were not simply a product of his rural background: as Mina Gorji has argued, 'Clare's personal nostalgia for local folk culture also became part of an urban and collaborative endeavour to celebrate and revive the song and customs of merry England'
('"Merry England" ' 9 This article has focused mainly on Clare's pre-asylum work. It is well known that his later poetry often moves away from the careful topography of his earlier writings, and shows the self lost in strange environments: it does not necessarily fit his own definition of 'native poesy'. However, Morton reads the most famous late poem, 'I Am', as a culmination of In the same year, he would imagine himself to be the pugilist Jack Randall issuing a 'Challenge To All The World' (JCBH 266). Its cosmopolitan call -'he Is Not Particular As
To Weight Colour Or Country' -suggests the delocalisation of Clare's writing in this period.
It also suggests the difficulty of conceiving of national identity in monolithic terms. Martial sports like pugilism and wrestling were often represented in the early nineteenth century as the apotheosis of specifically English masculinity, and yet this was always a porous and unstable discourse. Clare's father, a keen wrestler, was half-Scottish (like Byron), and Ironically, the fragility of Englishness is most apparent in Clare's early patriotic poems, which move away from the naturalistic mode of most of his poetry to a strained and rather unconvincing form of public assertion. For Clare truly English 'native poesy' may actually entail writing that does not deal with England as an abstraction. But this is more than unreflective localism or ecomimesis. Rather than being 'nature unsullied', Walton's work was generically polyphonic and highly intertextual (Keegan, . Similarly, as Gorji suggests, Clare's 'extensive knowledge' of local customs and songs, apparent in writings such as The Shepherd's Calendar, was 'mediated through [...] "polite" literary channels' ('"Merry England"' 23). It seems that it was at least partly through his engagement with metropolitan literary culture that he was able to fashion himself in relation to the larger narrative about Englishness contained within the concept of 'native poesy'. So simply locating Clare within a national community as well as that of his home parish is to miss the point. Both forms of community were, to use Morton's phrase about Helpston, 'always already crisscrossed with otherness' (200). One of the dangers of dealing with labouring-class writers like Clare is that we get distracted by our sympathy for them as victims of class prejudice and by an ecocritical tendency to fetishise the local. The limitations of this approach are increasingly apparent: whatever problems Clare had, his creativity was spurred and developed by his encounters with the alien and unfamiliar, and his desire to identify himself with an idea of national community that itself was contested and unstable.
